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October 28, 1921. 2678 

DEATH ERRONEOUSLY ATTRIBUTED TO CHLORINATED 

WATER. 

THE PENNSYLVANIA DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH, ON POST MORTEM, FINDS THAT 
CHLORINATED WATER WAS NOT THE CAUSE OF DEATH.i 

A citizen of West Grove, Chester County, Pa., died after but a 
few hours' sickness, and, on June 11, 1921, a coroner's jury, after 
hearing the testimony of his attending physician, which included a 
statement that he had drunk copiously of the chlorinated public 
water supply, rendered a verdict that death was caused by "general 
systemic debility caused by chemicalized water, which produced a 
severe gastro-enteritis followed by cardiac failure." 

When the death certificate was received by the State registrar of 
vital statistics, the commissioner of health of Pennsylvania caused 
the body to be disinterred for post-mortem examination, in order to 
permit a most Searching investigation to be made, in view of the fact 
that millions of citizens of the United States drink of public water 
supplies that are disinfected with chlorine for the purpose of safe- 
guarding the public health. 

On June 17 Dr. Baldwin Lucke, an expert pathologist of the; Uni- 
versity of Pennsylvania, who is reported to make 600 post mortems 
a year, performed an autopsy, which showed no evidence of inflam- 
mation of the mouth, throat, stomach, or intestines; and Dr. Lucke 
stated that in his opinion the cause of death was dilatation of the 
heart, possibly brought on by excitement or exertion, that marked 
arteriosclerosis was the underlying cause of the heart condition, and 
that he did not believe that the drinking of chlorinated water had 
anything whatever to do with the death of the man. 

The attending physician was present at the autopsy, and, as a result 
of his observations and Dr. Lucke's report, he requested the coroner 
to reempanel the jury to hear the now evidence resulting from the 
autopsy. This was done on July 1, 1921, and the jury made a sup- 
plemental report, to wit: 

That chlorine was neither directly nor indirectly the causa of death; that death waa 
due to acute dilatation of the heart, sequential to the loss of bodily fluids, incident to a 
severe attack of toxic rrastroenteritis, with complicating, extsnaive cardio- vascular and 
renal degeneration. 

The facts in the case are as follows: 

The public w^ater supply of West Grove is obtained from a dug 
well, supplemented at times from a near-by surface stream. 

Several years ago the construction of water filters was begun but 
they were never finished. 

' From a report by C. A.. Emerson, Jr., Chief Engineer, Pennsylvania Department of Health. 
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The physical conditions at the well permitted pollution of the water, 
and analysis of samples showed evidence of sewage contamination. 
Therefore, the Pennsylvania Department of Health directed the 
borough officials to disinfect the public water supply pending the 
completion of the water filters. 

The usual method of chlorine disinfection was adopted, that is, the 
addition of chlorinated lime to the water at a rate ordinarily used for 
such raw water. 

The decedent's house is located about one-half mile from the well 
where the chlorinated lime was added to the water, and there are 
about 25 or 30 water connections along the main between the well 
and his house. There has been no evidence of any discomfort or 
illness accredited to the public water supply in any of these houses. 

The decedent was a man 65 years of age; but a physician who 
was present at the autopsy stated that the condition of his body 
was similar to that usually found in a man at least 80 years of age. 

He had spent practically the entire day before his fatal illness in 
strenuous activity, returning to his home about 10 o'clock at night, 
tired and exhausted. Shortly afterward, he felt ill and retired. 
Vomiting and purging began, followed by stupor. Death- occurred 
about 30 hours after he had been taken sick. 

The medicinal dose of chlorinated lime administered for curative 
purposes is 3 grains. Assuming the decedent drank 2 quarts of the 
public water he would have received only about one-eigthtieth of the 
curative dose. Furthermore, prominent physicians are of the 
opinion that had the decedent, upon his return after a strenuous day's 
work, drank an equal quantity of the purest spring water the same 
results would have occurred. 

All the evidence shows that overexertion and exhaustion were the 
real causes, and the official record in the office of the State registrar 
of vital statistics gives the immediate cause of death as " acute dilata- 
tion of the heart," with contributing cause as "acute gastroenteri- 
tis." 

The case is clear. There is not the slightest evidence that the dis- 
infection of the public water supply had anything to do with the 
man's death, and there is no reason to fear that the chemical disin- 
fection of public water supplies is other than an important safeguard 
and protection to the public health. 



